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From Linear Time to Imaginary Time:
Th e Eﬀ ect of the View of Time




Alice Walker’ Th e Temple of My Familiar (1989) has proved relatively un-
popular both among critics and ordinary readers compared with Th e Color 
Purple, which was published seven years earlier and has gained a worldwide 
reputation, being awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1983, adapted as a ﬁ lm by 
Steven Spielberg and as a Broadway musical in 2005. Th e reasons why Th e 
Temple of My Familiar has been less successful may be its lengthy chronologi-
cal span, the radical female chauvinism it espouses, and its debt to Walker’s 
New Age thought. Th e purpose of this paper is to discuss the potential of Th e 
Temple of My Familiar as a new narrative form and to reevaluate its achieve-
ment by focusing on the diﬀ erence in Walker’s view of time between the two 
works.
Quite a few critics have mentioned Walker’s treatment of time on Th e 
Temple of My Familiar. Th is is because New Age thinking attaches great im-
portance to the laws of the universe, deals with epochal time spans, and argues 
that it is possible to move freely between past and present. Most critics, how-
ever, conclude simplistically that Walker’s way of using time in Th e Temple of 
My Familiar is derived from New Age thought. Th ere is no doubt that Walk-
er’s novels had come increasingly to be inﬂ uenced by New Age philosophy and 
culture, such as contact with ancient people through mediums and the con-
cept of metempsychosis. Th e inﬂ uence is much more apparent in Th e Temple 
of My Familiar, and is consequently impossible to ignore. I am, however, 
going to focus particularly on Walker’s view of time: why Walker uses time in 
the way that she does and its eﬀ ect on Th e Temple of My Familiar. In order to 
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discuss these matters, I will apply the theory of “imaginary time” expounded 
by Stephen Hawking and James Hartle in 1983. Th eir hypothesis was pub-
lished just a year after the publication of Th e Color Purple and attracted wide 
attention among physicists and intellectuals in general. Although it is diﬃ  cult 
to make a ﬁ rm aﬃ  rmation that in the seven years up to the publication of Th e 
Temple of My Familiar it had become so widely accepted that it had a direct 
inﬂ uence on Walker’s view of time, I believe that the theory is valuable in 
understanding Walker’s view of time in Th e Temple of My Familiar. Moreover, 
a parallel may also be drawn between the transition from the early 20th cen-
tury view of time expounded by Albert Einstein to that of Hawking and 
Hartle with the daring transitions made by Alice Walker from Th e Color Purple 
to Th e Temple of My Familiar. I believe that the theories of modern physics can 
contribute to our understanding of the two novels.
1. Two Diﬀ erent Views of Time
Th e view of time plays an important role both in Th e Color Purple and Th e 
Temple of My Familiar, but is used to quite diﬀ erent eﬀ ects in the two works. 
In this section, I will clarify the diﬀ erence in the view of time between the two 
works, analyzing their plots.
Th e Color Purple (1982), undoubtedly the most popular of Alice Walker’s 
works to date is about a girl named Celie, who has an unwanted pregnancy 
by her father, after which she is married to a man she calls Mr. _______. Th e 
marriage parts Celie from her younger sister, Netty, and they have no contact 
for many years. Eventually, Celie grows into an independent woman through 
her relationship with her friends and acquaintances. Th e most important char-
acter in her life is Shug Avery, who fascinates and enlightens Celie. Shug 
teaches Celie that women can become socially independent by getting their 
own jobs, and that God is not a white male like the God of Christianity:
God is inside you and inside everybody else. You come into the world 
with God. But only them that search for it inside ﬁ nd it. And sometimes 
it just manifest itself even if you not looking, or don’t know what you 
looking for. (Th e Color Purple 202)
Walker uses an epistolary style in the novel; from Celie to the God of Chris-
From Linear Time to Imaginary Time 69
tianity, from Celie to Netty, from Netty to Celie, and at last Celie to God 
dwelling within the whole of creation. Th e senders do not necessarily expect 
their letters to be delivered or to get a reply. Th e letters look like diaries or a 
series of monologues narrated to the writers themselves. Celie’s growth into an 
independent woman is therefore observed through letters written to people 
who are untraceable and whose existence is uncertain. Walker uses a tradi-
tional Western technique for writing the novel, the epistolary novel, that 
contrasts with its radical content whereby a woman acquires a social position 
through her skill at sewing. Th e traditional aspect of this novel is also reﬂ ected 
in its treatment of time. As many critics note, the novel falls under the cat-
egory of Bildungudroman, depicting a regular sequence of cause and eﬀ ect in 
Celie’s growth in society with the lapse of time. In linear time as in the novel 
itself, the chronological order can never be changed. Time proceeds in a 
straight line in one direction only. Th e novel demonstrates, among other 
things, how the linear movement of time in Th e Color Purple is both proper 
and necessary to understanding the process of cause and eﬀ ect.
By contrast, time does not proceed in a ﬁ xed direction in Th e Temple of My 
Familiar, which was published in 1989. Moreover, there is not one protago-
nist but rather four principal characters, namely Carlotta, Arveyda, Fanny, 
and Suwelo. Walker places no particular emphasis on any of the four charac-
ters. Compared with Th e Color Purple, the plot development is rather limited. 
Old persons help the young characters to improve their relationships with 
their lovers by drawing on the wisdom they have acquired from their own 
experience. With the couple Carlotta and Arveyda, Carlotta’s mother, who 
falls in love with Arveyda, tells Arveyda the history of her country, and Arvey-
da, in turn, tells this history to Carlotta. With the couple Fanny and Suwelo, 
Fanny broaches the subject of divorce to Suwelo because she wants to regain a 
fair and real love between the two. Suwelo is at ﬁ rst confused by her proposal, 
but ﬁ nally consents to it after receiving the wisdom of Mr. Hal and Lissie’s 
history. Th roughout the novel, each episode is arranged at random, and con-
sequently the order of time is irregular. Besides, the characters of Th e Color 
Purple appear suddenly as if Walker is trying to surprise or confuse her readers. 
In Th e Temple of My Familiar, Celie becomes the grandmother of Fanny. 
Th rough this intrusion by another book’s characters, Walker doubly mixes 
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past and present and disturbs the chain of time all the more. Another factor in 
the confusion of time is Lissie’s psychic power. She can access the past and 
communicate to the people of that time. She is able to recall her own past 
lives. Lissie tells Suwelo her histories when she was a white woman, when she 
lived with her animal cousins, when she herself was an animal, when women 
and men lived separately, and so on. She tells these things to Suwelo to teach 
him the importance of connecting with the past because he wants to suppress 
his own memory of his mother. Lissie perceives how his dissonance with 
Fanny may be derived from Suwelo’s rejection of his parents:
To trace what you can recognize in yourself back to them [your parents]; 
to ﬁ nd the connection of spirit and heart you share with them, who are, 
after all, your United Front. For really, Suwelo, if our parents are not 
present in us, consciously present, there is much, very much about our-
selves we can never know. It is as if our very ﬂ esh is blind and dumb and 
cannot truly feel itself. Intuition is given little validation; instinct is 
feared. We do not know what to trust, seeing none of ourselves in action 
beyond our own bodies. [ . . . ] And, more important, the doors into the 
ancient past, the ancient self, the preancient current of life itself, remain 
closed. When this happens, crucial natural abilities are likely to be inac-
cessible to one . . . .” (Th e Temple of My Familiar 354 –55)
In this message from Lissie to Suwelo, we can see that Walker attaches great 
importance to looking back to the past. As a teacher herself on the importance 
of connecting with the past, Walker creates characters with the psychic power 
to travel through time.
To sum up, time moves only forward in Th e Color Purple, but moves freely 
back and forth in Th e Temple of My Familiar. Both aspects of time are appro-
priate to the contents of each story. Th at is, the linear time of Th e Color Purple 
is critical to Bildungsroman, and the unrestricted time in Th e Temple of My 
Familiar is proper to show the importance of connecting with the past.
2. Th e Eﬀ ect of Real Time
In this section, based on the nature of the view of time in Th e Color Purple, 
I examine how the view of time aﬀ ects the work as a whole.
To begin with, I describe the linear time of Th e Color Purple as real time. 
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Th is is the scientiﬁ c label, especially in physics, by which a certain past factor 
is seen to inﬂ uence a subsequent future situation, and its order can never be 
broken. Th is one-way view of time is used in Albert Einstein’s theory of rela-
tivity, which is based on the idea that the laws of science should be the same 
for all observers, no matter how their position or movement in time and space 
may be. It explains the force of gravity in terms of the curvature of a four-
dimensional space-time (A Brief History of Time 184). Th is is the view of time 
in Th e Color Purple:
Einstein’s classical (i.e. nonquantum) general theory of relativity com-
bined real time and the three dimensions of space into a four-dimension-
al spacetime. But the real time direction was distinguished from the three 
spatial directions; the world line or history of an observer always in-
creased in the real time direction (that is, time always moved from past 
to future), but it could increase or decrease in any of the three spatial 
directions. In other words, one could reverse direction in space, but not 
in time. (Th e Universe in a Nutshell 60)
Th is kind of time can move forward, but not backward. Th ough it may seem 
inconvenient, it is the very view of time we perceive in everyday life. It is the 
law of time which the human brain is programmed to recognize. Th is kind of 
time can never be broken, or be broken in any way that we might perceive it 
as such. Human lives progress according to the law of time, or at least that is 
how we recognize it to be the case. Th e accumulation of life time based on the 
law of real time corresponds to Celie’s life time in Th e Color Purple. It is into 
Celie’s brutal married life, in which Mr. _______ treats her like a slave, that 
one day an attractive female singer by the name of Shug Avery appears and 
Celie’s life starts to change for the better. When Shug stays at Celie’s house for 
medical treatment, the distance between Celie and Shug shrinks abruptly, and 
at some time or other they begin to love each other. Th rough the relationship 
to Shug, Celie touches a new world, which changes her view of the real world. 
Shug brings Celie to Memphis in order to help her to stand on her own two 
feet, and Celie begins the work of making pants at the urging of Shug. Celie’s 
pants become popular, bringing her closer to Mr. _______ to her. He starts to 
learn sewing from Celie and to help her in her work. Th rough sewing, the 
power relationship falls apart, Mr. _______ starts to recognize Celie not as a 
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maid but as an independent woman. He proposes marriage to Celie again, 
“this time in the spirit as well as in the ﬂ esh” (290). She refuses his proposal, 
but they make friends with each other. Finally, Celie is reunited with her 
younger sister Netty, whom Celie has been unable to contact as a result of 
Mr. _______’s underhand design.
Th e plot is built along a sequential chronological series of incidents that 
function like a kind of chain reaction; one incident produces the next, which 
leads into the next as the result of the intervention of some other factor. Th is 
type of time, real time, is appropriate to the genre of the Bildungusroman. Th e 
story develops along a stream of real time, and since this is the time to which 
we are accustomed in everyday life, the reader’s sympathy for the novel can be 
expected to be all the stronger. Th us, readers can observe Celie’s growth with-
out anxiety, which is probably one of the main reasons why the Th e Color 
Purple has proved so popular. Th is is to say that sympathy means identiﬁ cation 
with the characters and themes of the novel, and one of these aspects, in my 
opinion, is the law of real time. Th e reader is much less likely to be displeased 
with a novel in which the movement of time runs parallel to their own. Th us, 
real time becomes an eﬀ ective device for the Bildungsroman.
Yet real time has a negative impact as well. Th e linear nature of real time is 
seen to underscore the social disadvantages experienced by women. Th e time 
span represented in the novel is also the process by which a socially deprived 
woman comes to gain her independence. Once she has gained her indepen-
dence, one would never suppose that she will lose her right of independence 
for some reason. On the contrary, one would suppose that she will continue 
to prosper. Yet if one goes back to the beginning of the story, one would be 
forgiven for assuming that she will remain in the same weak social position in 
which she starts. In this sense, the novel acts as an interstice between a period 
of weakness up to the time that the novel begins and a situation of power from 
the time that the novel ends. To be more precise, Walker presents readers with 
the dual image of a female character who has obtained a social status with the 
shadow of her “original weakness.” Furthermore, the denouement of female 
triumph demonstrates that men are enemies of women, and brings division 
between the two.
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3. Th e Eﬀ ect of Imaginary Time
In this section, I will study the view of time in Th e Temple of My Familiar 
based on the analysis in Section 1, comparing it with the hypothesis on time 
in the universe proposed by Stephen Hawking and James Hartle in 1983.
As I mentioned in Section 1, the volume of criticism on Th e Temple of My 
Familiar is small compared to Th e Color Purple, with some critics being ac-
tively critical toward Th e Temple. One of the reasons may be Walker’s devotion 
to New Age thought. Regarding Walker’s record in her diary that she read 
Shirley MacLaine’s Dancing in the Light (1985), which is about MacLaine’s 
spiritual experiences, Donna Winchell points out an analogy between Ma-
cLain’s recollection of her past lives and Lissie’s in Th e Temple (116). According 
to MacLain, New Age is “a complication of many ancient spiritual points of 
view relating to belief, the nature of reality, the practice of living, ritual, and 
truth, all predominantly originating in cultures other than those of the West,” 
(Going Within 30) and it is also “the time when the intuitive beliefs of the East 
and the scientiﬁ c thinking of the West could meet and join — the twain wed 
at last” (Going Within 99). Based on MacLaine’s New Age thought, which 
focuses only on the East and the West ignoring Africa, Walker’s thought can-
not itself be counted as New Age. Moreover, Walker herself has never declared 
herself to be a New Ager, despite critical opinion. When she was told in an 
interview that there was a New Age quality to her writing, she did not express 
her agreement with the interviewer but replied simply that “What I’m doing 
is literarily trying to reconnect us to our ancestors. All of us. I’m really trying 
to do that because I see that ancient past as the future, that the connection 
that was original is a connection; if we can aﬃ  rm it in the present, it will make 
a diﬀ erent future” (Dreifus 31). As Ursula Le Guin has commented, “Asia is 
notably lacking from this book; it’s Africa, Europe, and the Americas, and I 
don’t think one of all the many characters is East or West Asian” (23). Walker 
may well feel embarrassed to be categorized as a New Age thinker who ignores 
Africa, whatever similarities may exist between New Age thought and her 
writing, above all her belief in “the eternity of soul” and “the reincarnation.” 
Th is may explain why there are no Asian characters in Th e Temple of My Famil-
iar. Yet, we cannot deny that there is a New Age quality to the novel, indeed 
one which is strong enough to draw severe criticism. Joyce Maynard, for ex-
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ample, describes Th e Temple as “a radical feminist Harlequin romance written 
under the inﬂ uence of hallucinogenic mushrooms . . . ” (72), while James 
Wolcott comments bitterly that “If Th e Temple of My Familiar undulated it 
would be a hootchie-cootchie dance to castration. [ . . . ] Th e catch is that her 
cosmology doesn’t transcend the self but reeks of ineﬀ able egotism. [ . . . ] Her 
hippie prose is a form of handicrafts, tie-dyed and dated” (30).
Another reason why Th e Temple of My Familiar has not been accepted by 
critics is its ﬂ atness of plot development. J. M. Coetzze writes that Th e Temple 
lacks “narrative tension” (7); long, unilateral, didactic narratives occupy the 
majority of the novel, rather than dialogues. It seems guaranteed to bore read-
ers, not thrilling them like Th e Color Purple.
With regard to time, however, Th e Temple of My Familiar is more varied 
than Th e Color Purple. Th e Color Purple has a one-way linear view of time, 
while in Th e Temple, time is disordered. Walker rearranges the order of time by 
jumbling chapters, and moreover the female character Lissie is able to break 
the law of time using her psychic power. She can access her past lives. Her 
psychic power is wakened by a photographer, Henry Laytrum, with whom 
Lissie falls in love. He takes photographs of ﬁ gures from her past lives:
. . . it was true, in each picture the chair — one of those in the photo-
graph left behind — was the same, and the outﬁ t varied greatly. What 
he (Suwelo) saw, though, were thirteen pictures of thirteen diﬀ erent 
women. [ . . . ] “I (Lissie) only came to understand myself — at ﬁ rst it 
frightened me to see myself as so many diﬀ erent people! — after years of 
memory excavation and exploration. . . . But ﬁ nally it dawned on me 
that my memory and the photograph corroborated with each other ex-
actly. It had been those people, and they were still somewhere inside of 
me. (90–91)
As a result of these incidents, Lissie is able to reveal her past lives when she was 
sold by the slave trade, men and women lived separately, that she was in Af-
rica where people were persecuted by Muslims because of their mother wor-
ship, people lived with animals, she was a white girl, and so on. Memories of 
past lives are premised on the existence of a world of souls, where human 
spirits return when their lives end. Lissie can access a spirit world transcending 
time. In other words, the existence of this world gives her the psychic power 
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to travel through time. Th is method is analogous to the theory of universal 
time proposed by Stephen Hawking and James Hartle in 1983. As I men-
tioned in Section 2, in Einstein’s general theory, only the time direction is 
linear despite the three other dimensions (length, width, and depth). In 1983, 
however, Stephen Hawking and James Hartle announced their hypothesis of 
a new view of time, bringing a breath of fresh air into the physics world. Th ey 
posited that the universe was initiated in a state of “imaginary time.” Th is is 
“only a ‘suggestion’ and does not have theoretical necessity. Yet, it is still a 
natural suggestion and the ﬁ rst plausible suggestion about the beginning of 
the universe, which has attracted the attention of many people” (Wada 230). 
In their theoretical hypothesis, time can move backwards. Hawking describes 
“imaginary time”:
To describe how quantum theory shaped time and space, it is helpful to 
introduce the idea of imaginary time. [ . . . ] because imaginary time is at 
right angles to real time, it behaves like a fourth spatial direction. It can 
therefore have a much richer range of possibilities than the railroad track 
of ordinary real time, which can only have a beginning or an end or go 
around in circles. It is in this imaginary sense that time has a shape. (Th e 
Universe in a Nutshell 59–63)
In the same way as the imaginary time invented by Hawking and Hartle 
makes it possible to move not only forward but also backward, Lissie’s access 
to her past lives is premised on an assumption that there exists a spirit world 
which transcends time. Although New Age thought, to which Alice Walker 
practically devotes herself despite her opposition to its overlook of Africa, are 
based on the concept of the spirit world, the concept has of course been com-
mon to diﬀ erent regions, religions, and folklores since prehistoric times. Yet, 
the spirit world has not been substantiated by contemporary science, for 
which its existence is as meaningless. Walker, however, creates this spirit world 
in the novel in order to allow time to move freely, which is similar to Hawking 
and Hartle’s hypothesis of imaginary time as a ﬁ gure that may in theory at 
least move backward.
Th ere are two consequences of Walker’s adoption of what is comparable to 
imaginary time. One, as mentioned in Section 1, is to demonstrate to readers 
the importance of the connection to the past through the narration by Lissie 
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to Suwelo. In Th e Temple, messages are not told by the ﬁ rst person to the sec-
ond person but to the third person; Lissie tells her message for Hal to Suwelo, 
Suwelo tells Carlotta what he has to tell Fanny, Zede tells Arveyda what she 
wants to tell her daughter, Carlotta, and so on. It is through the intervention 
of a third person that Walker extends both the information that is shared and 
the range of people among whom it is shared. Suwelo transmits the memory 
of his parents to Carlotta. He was told that his parents died from “a car wreck” 
by his acquaintances, but he suspects that it was “a people wreck” because his 
father was an alcoholic and had often frightened him and his mother by driv-
ing the car at a terriﬁ c speed. He hates his father and cannot understand why 
his mother did not divorce him. Th is memory has tormented Suwelo for a 
long time, and it is by revealing his angst to Carlotta that his parents are ren-
dered acceptable for the ﬁ rst time. Finally able to open a door connecting 
himself and his parents, Suwelo, in turn, volunteers to convey Lissie’s message 
to Hal, who is left alone after Lissie’s death.
Th e second consequence of the spirit world as imaginary time in Th e Temple 
of Familiar is the presentation of maternal societies. One appears in Zede’s 
narration about priests’ castration in her native place:
“Our mothers taught us that in the old, old, days, when they were their 
grandmothers and their grandfathers were old — for we are our grand-
mothers, you understand, only with lots of new and diﬀ erent things 
added — only women had been priests. [ . . . ] one day, there was a rebel-
lion. Th e men grew sick of the women they worshiped. [ . . . ] Th ey be-
gan to operate on themselves, cutting oﬀ  and ﬂ inging away their male-
ness, and trying to fashion a hole through which life could come. [ . . . ] 
Th e futility nearly prostrated them. What they remembered was that 
they must be like women, and if they castrated themselves at a certain age 
— the time of puberty, when they chose or were chosen for the priest-
hood — they could sound like woman and speak to the universe in a 
woman’s voice. (48–51)
Zede’s narrative is based on the assumption that human spirits transmigrate 
though she does not have a psychic ability like Lissie’s. Th at is, the existence of 
the spirit world allows Zede to speak of her ancestral society.
Another is mother worship in Africa, which Lissie mentions in her recollec-
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tion of her past life. Mother worship had been an indigenous religion before 
the rise of Islam: “Th ese Motherworhipers would be the hardest of the Afri-
cans to break, for they were devoted to the Goddess . . . .; but they were bro-
ken. Th at is why the ultimate curse against Africa/Mother/Goddess — moth-
erfucker — is still in the language” (64). Walker also refers through Lissie to 
the Black Madonna used in Catholic worship in Spain and Poland: “Th e ﬁ rst 
witches to die at the stake were the daughters of the Moors. [ . . . ] It was they 
(or, rather, we) who thought the Christian religion that ﬂ ourished in Spain 
would let the Goddess of Africa ‘pass’ into the modern world as ‘the Black 
Madonna.’ [ . . . ] If I am not mistaken it is only in Poland that Our Black 
Lady, the Great Mother of All — Mother Africa, if you will — is still openly 
worshipped” (195–96). Representing the maternal society in terms of the 
folklore of Zede’s birthplace and of Lissie’s psychic power, Walker attempts to 
show readers another full-length picture of the world and to weaken the 
dominant image of male superiority over women. Th is too is parallel to the 
way Stephen Hawking and James Hartle succeeded in reconﬁ guring the shape 
of time in the universe in terms of imaginary time:
To see of the possibilities, consider an imaginary time spacetime that 
is a sphere, like the surface of the Earth. Suppose that imaginary time was 
degrees of latitude. Th en the history of the universe in imaginary time 
would begin at the South Pole. [ . . . ] Th is suggests that the beginning of 
the universe in imaginary time can hold at the beginning as in the rest of 
the universe. [ . . . ]
Another possible behavior is illustrated by taking imaginary time to be 
degree of longitude on the Earth. All the lines of longitude meet at the 
North and South Poles. Th us time stands still there, in the sense that an 
increase of imaginary time, or of degrees of longitude, leaves one in the 
same spot. (Th e Universe in a Nutshell 63)
Just as Hawking and Hartle succeed in visualizing time in the universe as 
imaginary time, Walker oﬀ ers us an alternative image of the world to the one 
in Th e Color Purple. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, real time in Th e Color 
Purple aﬃ  rms the division between men and women and that women are 
originally in a weaker social position. By contrast, in Th e Temple of My Famil-
iar, Walker lets the patriarchal present day touch the matriarchal ancient day 
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through the unreal spirit world and the psychic power in order to present 
readers with a more holistic view of the world. Showing the matriarchal societ-
ies as a binary opposition dilutes the absolute density of the patriarchal society. 
By bringing in contact primitive society with imaginary time, Walker at-
tempts to balance the power of men and women.
Conclusion
In this essay, I have focused on the view of time as a framework for reevalu-
ating Alice Walker’s Th e Temple of My Familiar in comparison with her most 
popular and acclaimed novel, Th e Color Purple.
I began by analyzing the diﬀ erences of the view of time between the two 
works together with their structures. Time in Th e Color Purple follows the 
unbroken, linear order of time of past, present and future. Th is approach is 
appropriate for a Bildungsroman, which depicts the growth of the protagonist 
Celie, which is an accumulation of changes caused by her contact with other 
people. Th e approach is suitable for describing the linear process of cause and 
eﬀ ect to which readers will be accustomed in their everyday lives. On the 
other hand, time in Th e Temple of My Familiar does not proceed in a straight 
line as in Th e Color Purple, but the chronological order becomes jumbled in 
every chapter, moving freely between past and present. What enables Lissie to 
communicate with her previous lives is her psychic power. She communicates 
various memories of her previous incarnations to Suwelo in order to release 
him from his bitter memory of his parents and to help him become reconciled 
with them. Lissie tells him a history which he can never know from his life in 
the real world. Th rough this exchange, Walker attempts to tell us the impor-
tance of connection with the past.
Secondly, I examined the signiﬁ cance of the two novels’ diﬀ erent views of 
time with those of modern physics. Th e one-way linear-nature time in Th e 
Color Purple is similar to the so-called real time described in Einstein’s theory 
of relativity. Einstein regarded time as inseparable from space in the history of 
the universe, from which he postulated his theory of four-dimensional space-
time. According to this theory, however, he could not set the time direction 
free as had other physicists of the past. In 1983, Stephen Hawking and James 
Hartle succeeded in shaping universal time, based on their original hypothesis 
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that the universe began in so-called imaginary time. Under their hypothesis, 
the distinction between time and space disappeared, and time came to move 
freely similar to space. Yet, as Hawking mentions, this is only a tentative 
theory:
I’d like to emphasize that this idea that time and space should be ﬁ nite 
without boundary is just a proposal: it cannot be deduced from some 
other principle. Like any other scientiﬁ c theory, it may initially be put 
forward for aesthetic or metaphysical reasons, but the real test is whether 
it makes predictions that agree with observation. (A Brief History of Time 
136–37)
My reference to this theory, therefore, is also hypothetical. Like imaginary 
time, the time in Th e Temple of My Familiar can shift ﬂ exibly. Its ﬂ exibility 
presupposes the existence of a spirit world. Belief in the eternity of the human 
spirit and the transmigration of souls has been passed on from early history, 
and is still evident in most religions. Yet, in the present age when science has 
come to dominate the world, any idea which lacks scientiﬁ c proof is as good 
as nothing, nothing more indeed than superstition or fantasy. Alice Walker 
has consistently been telling her readers through her novels to learn from his-
tory, although the nature of that history has by deﬁ nition been limited by her 
adherence to real time. In the novels before Th e Temple of My Familiar, that 
history is inevitably the history of books, but Walker overcomes this limitation 
by giving her characters psychic power and making it possible for them to 
communicate with the protohistoric society, that is the matriarchal stage. In 
doing so, however, Walker does not allow herself to get carried away with 
overoptimistic notions of female superiority, because a reversion to the matri-
archal society does not necessarily indicate that women are stronger than men. 
Under matriarchy, men experience discrimination, and then under patriarchy, 
it is women who are discriminated against. By presenting the two power rela-
tions, Walker tries to equalize the diﬀ erence of the two because the superiority 
or inferiority changes according to perspective.
In the history of literature, Alice Walker’s Th e Temple of My Familiar is not 
the ﬁ rst novel to have experimented with time in this way. One has only to 
think of the style known as “stream of consciousness” adopted by writers such 
as Laurence Sterne, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and Marcel Proust, in which 
80 Miwa Tanaka
“a character’s thoughts, feelings, and reactions are depicted in a continuous 
ﬂ ow uninterrupted by objective description or conventional dialogue” (Ox-
ford Dictionary of English). Th is style seems similar to the view of time in Th e 
Temple of My Familiar where the chronological order also becomes confused. 
Yet there is a key diﬀ erence between the two: the stream of consciousness hap-
pens only in one person’s mind, while the imaginary time in Th e Temple jumps 
over a person’s mind by way of the spirit world.
Just as Stephen Hawking and James Hartle devised the concept of imagi-
nary time in order to visualize the shape of universe time, Alice Walker in Th e 
Temple of My Familiar imagines a spirit world and psychic power that is im-
possible in real life in order to mend the crack between the men and women 
caused in Th e Color Purple.
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